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Introduction 
Retail is a major employing industry across all nations. In the case of Australia, the retail 
industry employs almost fifteen per cent of the workforce (ABS 6291.0.55.001). Retail is an 
industry that has been slow to attract research attention. Within the last decade though, a 
growing body of literature that examines the nature of labour usage within the retail industry, 
and within supermarkets, or superstores, has evolved. By far the most prolific researchers in 
the field of retail employment are the academics based at the Institute for Retail Studies at the 
University of Stirling, Scotland. The Stirling research focuses on the structure of the retail 
industry and how changes to the structure of the industry affected both the location of, and 
types of, retail employment (Sparks 1991: 304). 
 
This paper narrows the investigation by examining how labour usage is structured in a 
department within a store. In this instance, the process and outcomes of the staffing decisions 
made within the Checkout or Front End of an Australian supermarket are explored. While it is 
accepted that the findings in relation to employment structure within an Australian 
supermarket are not generalisable to all retailers, or even supermarket retailers in particular, 
the case shows how staff scheduling software is capable of dividing up working hours and 
arranging them in such a way as to deliver the lowest cost labour force. The result is a pattern 
of numerous short hours’ employees working three or four hours per shift. The paper argues 
that industrial relations legislation that permits the use of hourly casual employment, an 
extensive division of labour within the store and a sophisticated rostering software package 
results in a situation where many short hours jobs are created.  These jobs, and the workers 
who fill them, reflect the flexibility demanded by the employer. This paper, by exploring the 
minutiae of the employment decision at department level, shows precisely how this flexibility 
is achieved. 
 
The paper contains five sections. The first section of this paper reviews the literature on the 
structuring of retail employment, and in particular the ways in which retail organisations 
structure their labour usage to match customer demand for service. The second section 
outlines the methodology. The third section provides background information about the 
regulatory peculiarities associated with retail employment in Australia, and within the case 
study organisation in particular. The fourth section provides an overview of the process by 
which the case study organisation calculates its staffing levels, while the fifth section provides 
the specifics of this process at work within the checkout department of the store. It is this 
section that highlights the resulting structure of employment and raises questions about the 
quality of the jobs created.   
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Retail Literature on Structuring Employment 
There was widespread agreement amongst retail industry scholars that controlling the cost of 
labour, the second largest cost behind the purchase of stock, was crucial to a retailer’s 
success, hence using labour efficiently was a primary focus for retailers (Baret 2000; Freathy 
& Sparks 1996a: 181, 1994; Walsh 1990; Wrigley & Lowe 2002: 96). This resulted in a ‘rigid 
cost approach’ towards employment, with centrally determined budgets and a focus on 
minimising fixed and variable costs such as labour (Sparks 1992: 12; Walsh 1990: 519). The 
practice of setting wage costs as a proportion of sales forced retail managers to focus on the 
cost of labour as opposed to the maintenance of service levels. Yet this was a common 
practice in food and other forms of retailing (Baret 2000: 39).  
 
Retail and service sector researchers (Broadbridge 2002a: 537; Sparks 1992: 13; Korczynski 
2002) identified the need for a balance between costs and service in service industries, such as 
retailing. Walsh (1990: 520) described this as a tension between the need to maximise 
productivity by not having too much labour and maximise sales by having enough labour. 
Likewise, Lynch (2001: 323) recognised this tension when she described the dual retailer 
goals of cost minimisation and service quality enhancement as ‘schizophrenic’. Sparks (1992: 
13) argued that whether service improvements come from ‘systems or people, there was a 
cost involved’. One approach to improving service was by improving the quality of training 
and staff performance and by increasing staff numbers. Another way of dealing with the 
service-cost issue was to arrange staffing so that adequate numbers of staff with the desired 
skills were available when demand necessitated; however, ‘there is a price to pay in 
employment composition’ (Sparks 1992: 13). In order to deal with the problems that arise due 
to the employment composition, Freathy and Sparks (1996:182) argued that human resource 
management was then used to mediate the effects on the employment relationship. 
 
Calculating demand has been made easier by increases in the quality and quantity of 
information available through electronic point of sale systems which provides retailers with 
the ability to understand consumer demand and enables them to schedule the type and 
quantity of labour required in order to meet this demand (Freathy & Sparks 1994: 6; 1997: 
21). Patterns of customer demand are highly variable depending on such things as trading 
hours, location, weather, time of day, and time of year (Baret 2000: 45; Klassen & Rohleder 
2001; Sparks 1992: 16; Walsh 1990). Special events also have an impact on retail trading. 
Many retailers carry out the vast majority of their annual business in the months immediately 
preceding Christmas and in the January post-Christmas ‘sale’ period. This increase in trade 
necessitates the employment of additional staff  (Sparks 1992: 17). Indeed, Sparks (1992: 16) 
argues that ‘business cycles in retailing are perhaps different to business cycles in other areas 
of the economy’. It is well accepted that retail is a seasonal industry with variable trading 
patterns and hence there is a need within the industry for a degree of flexibility in 
employment. The demand for employees is linked to daily, weekly and yearly patterns of 
trade. Additionally, weekly trading hours far exceed the number of hours in a normal working 
week. Perrons (2000: 1723) goes so far as to argue that the length of retail opening hours 
makes it impossible to staff a store using traditional employment patterns. While Walsh 
(1991: 105) stresses that, because they operate in this environment, retailers find it vital to 
minimise the cost of full-time labour that might not always be fully utilised. 
 
Given the highly competitive nature of the retail industry, most retailers set wage cost targets 
in order to contain staffing costs. For most retail outlets this target is expressed as a 
percentage of sales (Walsh 1990: 519). When a retail organisation is not meeting these targets 
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it has two elementary choices, to increase sales or cut costs (Sparks 1992: 12). It is easier and 
quicker to minimise costs by adjusting staffing levels than it is to increase sales. Sparks 
(1992: 12) argues that this practice of setting targets means that retailers focus on cost 
minimisation as opposed to service maximisation. When staff levels are cut, service falls and 
customers choose to shop elsewhere. Sales then fall further and further staff are then cut and 
thus the cycle became self perpetuating. Sparks (1992: 12) argues that this cost minimisation 
approach emphasises ‘part-time employment and the employment of the cheapest rather than 
the best staff’. 
 
Work patterns in supermarkets are quite complicated and this is exacerbated by the length of 
time that retail stores trade (Sparks 1992: 16-17; Arrowsmith & Sisson 1999: 61). 
Additionally, retail employees work outside of trading hours preparing food, cleaning and 
restocking shelves. This results in a pattern of retail employment where: 
considerable numbers of people able to be brought in and out of employment as 
demand fluctuates. On a daily basis this is met by employing part-time and casual staff 
that are required to be present at peak trading times (Sparks 1992: 17). 
This practice limits the amount of non-productive time for which employees are engaged 
(Walsh 1991: 107). The general retail industry response to these complexities is the 
recruitment of a sizeable workforce of part-time staff who are employed to work during peak 
trading times.  
 
Despite the variability of sales, trading patterns are predictable, which enables employers to 
plan and adjust staff numbers (Dettre 1990: 19). This is particularly the case with food 
retailing. In the case of fashion retailing, there is no guarantee that a customer will choose to 
buy an item of clothing regularly. In the case of food retailing, however, while customers may 
shop at different times of the week, and buy different products each time they visit a 
supermarket, supermarket shoppers are quite loyal to a given outlet and many are creatures of 
habit who shop at the same time each week. This means that patterns of customer demand in 
food retailing have a greater degree of predictability than other types of retailing. 
 
Since there are a large number of variables involved with retail staff planning, a number of 
sophisticated staffing capacity planning models have been developed to enable retailers to 
allocate their labour as cost effectively as possible (McLaughlin 1999; Wild & Schneeweiss 
1993). More sophisticated systems not only calculate the required amount of labour, they 
determine rosters for workers as well (Melachrinoudis & Olafsson 1995: 35). This 
reconciliation of customer demand and labour usage in the retail industry means that the 
workforce has adjusted to the needs of employers (Sparks 1992: 17-18). The structure of 
employment within the retail industry is, therefore, a consequence of retailer decisions to 
match customer demand with labour usage. So, while Penn (1995: 238) asserts that functional 
flexibility is the most common form of flexibility, the majority of researchers are more likely 
to argue that numerical flexibility is the most common form of flexibility within the retail 
industry (Jamieson & Webber 1991: 61; Perrons 2000: 1724; Walsh 1991: 105).   
 
In a relatively small market such as Australia, the need for flexibility in employment is 
exacerbated. As Whitehouse, Lafferty and Boreham (1997: 37) highlight, an extension of 
trading hours, with the associated labour costs, does not necessarily equate with an associated 
increase in sales. Jamieson and Webber (1991: 63), on the other hand, assert that retailers 
‘construct numerically adaptable workforces to meet what is essentially known fluctuations in 
demand’. These numerically adaptable workforces comprise part-time and casual workers. 
Runciman (1989b: 95) interprets the retail management practice of increasing the number of 
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casual workers as a means of decreasing on-costs and disputes the assertion that an industry 
with trade fluctuations must necessarily employ casual and part-time labour. She argues that 
fluctuations in demand are only expensive for employers where an extreme division of labour 
and segmentation of the labour market exists (Runciman 1989: 88). In firms where the 
workforce is not as divided, it is possible to use slow trading periods for other functions such 
as training or bookkeeping. Moreover, Runciman (1992: 192) suggests that it is only when 
firms are large enough to have centralised buying and training and the capital to build 
premises to facilitate the division of labour that specialised retail work could be suited to 
casual employment practices. Similarly, she suggests that the nature of the labour process also 
has an impact on the ability to use casual employees (Runciman 1992: 192). 
 
To summarise, the variable nature of retail sales is an important factor in the structure of 
employment, as retail employers need to structure their labour usage to deal with these 
fluctuations, as well as extended trading hours. While the results are a division of labour 
within stores and segmentation of the workforce, which is identified in the case study, there is 
not general agreement in the literature that this response by retail employers is either desirable 
or necessary.  
 
Methodology 
This data was gathered between mid 2001 and early 2004 as part of a doctoral research 
project that employed qualitative and quantitative research methods to investigate labour 
usage strategies across three stores in one of Australia’s market-leading supermarket chains. 
The organisation was not prepared to allow its name to be used in publications and hence the 
pseudonym ‘FoodCorp’ has been adopted. In the case of rostering data used for this paper, it 
was gathered from the Employee Schedule Reports for each store, which were collected 
during the months of June or July in 2001, 2002 and 2003. Interviews with management, 
informal discussions with employees and personal observations were used as the basis for the 
remaining analysis. The data on the labour process were collected by shadowing staff within 
each department during a two-week period during July 2001 in Store C. This was the slowest 
trading store of the three stores examined and the only store where the store manager would 
permit the researcher to shadow staff. Since it was subsequently determined that the work 
process was the same across all stores, and subject to the same head office directives, the data 
are reported collectively. 
 
Forms of Employment in FoodCorp  
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In line with forms of employment common to the Australian labour market in general, retail 
industry employment falls into three primary categories: permanent part-time, permanent full-
time and temporary/casual. These categories are derived from a series of combinations of 
working time hours and tenure. Hence, workers can work full-time or part-time hours, and 
hold either a tenured (permanent) or non-tenured temporary (casual) position.  In the case of 
the retail industry, these forms of employment have acquired a fixed status, and label, by 
virtue of legislative interventions. Across most states in Australia, wages and working 
conditions were historically set by ‘awards’, negotiated between unions and employers and 
often arbitrated by the decisions of an Industrial Tribunal. More recently, shifts towards an 
enterprise-based bargaining system have failed to alter these underlying forms of 
employment. Employees in the case discussed in this paper are employed under the FoodCorp 
Queensland Supermarket Certified Agreement (FQSCA). This is a collectively negotiated 
agreement between the Shop Distributive and Allied Employees Association and FoodCorp, 
which outlines wages and working conditions for all FoodCorp employees across the state of 
Queensland.  
 
Full-time employees were permanent weekly employees working full-time hours, which were 
‘not more than 20 working days or 152 ordinary hours per 4 week cycle’ (FQSCA  s.4.4.3). 
Hours worked beyond these attracted overtime payments. Likewise, certain hours attracted 
penalty loadings. Part-time employees were also permanent weekly employees, engaged at 
the same hourly rate as full-time employees, but who worked between 12 and 36 hours per 
week (FQSCA s.4.4.4). These employees were referred to as permanent part-time (PPT). The 
number of hours worked by a part-time employee each week was fixed; however, the spread 
of these hours across the working week could be varied from week to week.   
 
Under the terms of the FQSCA (s.4.4.6) temporary/casual employees were engaged on an 
hourly basis, at any time, and on any day of the week, with no fixed number of hours or 
guarantee of on-going employment. In FoodCorp, temporary/casual employees were required 
to nominate, one week in advance, which hours they were available for. Casual employees 
worked a maximum of 38 hours per week across 5 days, unless the individual employee 
agreed to work across 6 days. Under FQSCA (s.2.1.7), casuals were engaged for a minimum 
of 3 hours and maximum of 10 hours per start, and their working times were subject to change 
at any time before the employee commenced their daily engagement. In FoodCorp, most 
temporary/casual workers were engaged for part-time hours. 
 
Calculating Staffing in FoodCorp 
Almost everything within FoodCorp stores was driven by budgets. Salary budgets reflected 
sales budgets, which were set from the top down:  
We get a corporate figure about increases and then we work out with our accountants 
where we’re going to get that increase and set sales and wages. It’s very driven by an 
overall bucket and then you’ve got to work out your spread (Manager 19, Interview 29 
July 2002). 
Store sales budgets were negotiated between the regional manager and individual store 
managers up to twelve months in advance (Manager 13, Interview 14 May 2002). Each 
store’s salary budget was calculated as a percentage of the sales budget based on different 
percentages for different stores. Salary budgets were set at between 7 and 11 per cent of sales 
across the stores researched in this study (Manager 3, Interview 23 July 2002; Manager 2, 
Interview 8 June 2001; Manager 18, Interview 12 June 2002). 
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Store managers had the task of dividing the store’s salary budget for each period amongst the 
departments within the store. They calculated the cost, per hour, per department, based on 
award rates and the mix of full-time, part-time, casual, junior and senior staff in a given 
department (Manager 19, Interview 29 July 2002). A software based labour management 
system calculated the number of hours that department managers were allocated to run their 
department each week (Manager 13, Interview 18 December 2001). The number of labour 
hours allocated was: 
based on sales, production levels and gets into the amounts of certain types of labour 
that are required, for example, how many baker hours, packers hours etcetera. It is up 
to the individual department manager to determine the break up of seniors, juniors, in 
liaison with store management (Manager 13, Interview 18 December 2001).  
 
Since trade varied from week to week, staffing hours for each department were divided into a 
‘fixed’ component and a ‘variable’ component. The fixed component included management, 
clerical employees, qualified trades people and the base level of other employees required to 
complete the basic daily tasks of the business across the trading hours in the week. Employees 
whose jobs comprised ‘fixed’ duties within a department were usually employed on a 
permanent full-time or permanent part-time basis. These employees formed the core labour 
component. The variable component fluctuated according to advertising, holidays, trading 
peaks, rostered days off and annual leave.  According to Manager 13 (Interview 12 December 
2001), ‘there are no set quotas for different forms of employment status. It is really just how it 
pans out’.  Yet, a senior HR Manager admitted that she had set targets, although these were 
not rigidly applied (Manager 19, Interview 29 July 2002). In relation to casual hours: 
I like to measure it more on hours than heads…I think around 25 but you’ve got areas, 
in Byron Bay, that’s got to have more flexibility than say, Mt Ommaney because of 
the transience and change in sales, etcetera. So I have said to my stores that you need 
to look at that on a store basis. I can’t stand here in my office and say this is the per 
cent for the whole region, because Warwick could be very fixed, whereas Byron Bay 
can’t be (Manager 19, Interview 29 July 2002). 
The budgetary constraints and system of establishing fixed and variable hours, based on 
patterns of sales, constrained store and department managers in their staffing choices. While 
the organisation had an expressed commitment to maximising permanent full- and part-time 
employment under the certified agreement, the extent to which this was practicable, or 
implemented, differed from store to store.  
 
Department managers were responsible for the staff rosters for their respective trading area 
(Manager 2, Interview 8 June 2001). In the event of one department being short staffed on any 
given day, it was possible to transfer an employee from another department, but this required 
negotiation between managers (Manager 13, Interview 14 May 2002). It also necessitated the 
cost of the labour being transferred between departments. Cost transfer only occurred when an 
employee worked for an hour or more in another department. The administrative procedures 
associated with transferring staffing costs between departments meant that staff were rarely 
moved between departments. While it was: 
…relatively easy to transfer costs in store - just tell the payroll officer who allocates 
wages to departments - this requires some internal negotiation between managers, 
otherwise one manager will off-charge an employee for eight hours when they only 
actually worked six (Manager 13, Interview 14 May 2002).  
For this reason, and because departments were individual cost centres, an employee 
designated as a grocery employee would generally spend their entire working day performing 
duties within the grocery department.  
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Within the parameters of the allocated hours dictated by head office and the store manager, 
department managers devised staff rosters based on the sales history of each department, 
knowledge of scheduled advertising and an intimate knowledge of the work process (Manager 
13, Interview 14 May 2002). The exception to this was the ‘front end’ or ‘checkouts’ where 
software packages were used to determine staffing levels and to allocate hours to individual 
workers (Manager 15, Interview 12 December 2001).  
 
Calculating Staffing for the Checkouts 
The number of customers presenting goods for purchase dictated demand for employees in 
this area. Customer flow was variable since most customers did not consistently buy the same 
items at the same time each week. As such, demand for employees was variable. There was, 
however, a degree of consistency to trading patterns. Some stores had ‘on’ and ‘off’ weeks 
depending on when the fortnightly pension day falls (Manager 15, Interview 12 December 
2001). Pension payments could create significant variances in a store’s sales, depending on 
the degree to which consumers in the local store area were dependent on government support. 
FoodCorp used to average the number of items sold for the previous two-week period in order 
to predict how many items would be sold in the forthcoming week. Given the vagaries of 
trade in some stores, from 2001, the organisation decided to average the two preceding ‘on’ 
weeks in all stores in order to predict the quantity of sales likely in the next ‘on’ week. A 
software package, Standard Management System (SMS), was used to examine historical sales 
data for each store in each half-hour period over the trading day and establish how many 
items had been sold. The number of items sold was considered more important than the dollar 
value.  The SMS package then calculated how many people were required to process this 
quantity of sales, for every given half-hour period across the trading week. 
  
Overall, staff levels were not permitted to vary from the predicted SMS figure by more than 
plus or minus two persons for any period over the trading day (Manager 15, Interview 12 
December 2001). Stores had to achieve this budgeted staffing level, or be within one half-
hour up or down, across each day. The aim was for a zero difference but this was not always 
possible given that the minimum an employee could be called in to work was three hours. 
Head office provided this information to stores, so the individual stores had little control over 
staffing patterns at the checkouts. The system had some built-in redundancy, though, as there 
were always two supervisors rostered ‘on’ at any given time. These supervisors provided 
‘some duplication and back up should sales patterns shift unavoidably’ (Manager 15, 
Interview 12 December 2001). 
 
At store level, an additional software package ‘dynamic rostering’ was used to roster staff for 
the checkouts (Manager 15, Interview 12 December 2001; Manager 13, Interview 18 
December 2001). It was the service manager’s task to enter the details of every employee and 
the hours that they were available to work each week (Manager 13, Interview 18 December 
2001). It was an employee’s responsibility to inform the service manager if they were 
unavailable on any given day. The rostering package started with full-time employees and 
permanent part-time employees who required a fixed number of hours and then filled in the 
gaps with casual employees (Manager 15, Interview 12 December 2001). However, the 
starting times of full-time and part-time employees were not stable and varied from day to 
day, week to week. The FoodCorp Queensland Supermarket Certified Agreement, 2001 
stipulated that: 
s. 4.1.1.  As the Company is a 24 hour operation, all employees hours are 
considered ordinary hours, whether rostered within the spread of ordinary hours or 
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within overtime. Employees may be rostered on any day of the week, provided the 
appropriate ordinary time, overtime or penalty rate is paid. 
s. 4.1.2  The ordinary hours of work shall be any time rostered at any time [sic] 
seven days of the week Monday – Sunday, provided the appropriate rate is paid for the 
hours worked. 
 
On the surface, the dynamic rostering system appeared to be an omnipotent force, allocating 
staff to shifts free of management intervention or prejudices. Indeed, one store services 
manager stated that ‘the computer rosters staff’ so she had ‘no control and could not play 
favourites’ (Manager 6, Interview 10 July 2001). Clearly, the software had a series of 
protocols, but the industrial engineer in charge of the system was not prepared to disclose 
these (Manager 15, Interview 12 December 2001). On further investigation, however, one 
disgruntled trainee services manager stated that: 
Employee 8: You can override the system at any stage. It does print out what the 
rosters are, but they can override it at any stage. They can cross that person out 
entirely.  
Interviewer:  So, there’s quite a degree of latitude?  
Employee 8:  Oh yes. If you’re not accepted, you don’t get the hours. You can chop 
and change and manipulate it to suit; however, you want (Employee 8, Interview 6 
June 2003). 
 
The dynamic rostering software also allocated meal breaks depending on how many hours it 
was since a person started work. Full-time, part-time and casual employees who worked more 
than five hours on any day received an unpaid meal break of between 30 and 60 minutes 
(FQSCA s.4.6). All employees who worked a minimum of four hours, but less than 7.6 hours, 
on any day were entitled to a ten-minute paid rest pause (FQSCA s.4.5). Employees, who 
worked a minimum of 7.6 consecutive hours, not including the meal break, were entitled to 
two ten-minute rest pauses. The timing of rest pauses was entirely at management’s discretion 
(Manager 4, Interview 10 July 2001). 
The minute customer flow dies off, staff are sent on breaks. If it is really busy then 
they don’t go to tea at all. They will get a longer break on another day or get to leave 
early instead. People have refused to go early and found that they’ve missed out 
altogether because it has got really busy later (Manager 4, Interview 10 July 2001). 
Hence, while the certified agreement stated that staff were entitled to rest pauses, the day-to-
day demands of the business meant that staff did not always receive these entitlements. 
Similarly, if the store became busy, staff were called back to work from their tea breaks early 
(Personal Observation Store C). 
 
Due to the variability of trading patterns and the manner in which the software was 
programmed to match labour hours to customer demand patterns, the checkouts had the 
highest number of employees of any department, the majority of whom were casual and short 
hours employees. An examination of the hours worked by staff within the checkouts across 
the three stores demonstrated these working time patterns (refer to Table 1).  
 
In Store A, 58 per cent of checkout employees worked fewer than 15 hours per week, while in 
Store C, the figure was higher with 62 per cent working fewer than 15 hours per week. Store 
B had the lowest percentage of short hours employees with 47 per cent working less than 15 
hours. A small proportion of these employees also worked in other departments. The majority 
of these workers were employed on a casual basis. It was the labour scheduling software that 
directly led to these employment patterns. The practice of precisely matching estimated 
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customer demand patterns and labour usage resulted in the employment of large numbers of 
workers for very short periods of time. To illustrate this, the following figures show the 
distribution of working time, by employment status, for the checkouts in Store A on Monday, 
Thursday and Saturday in 2002 (refer to Figures 1, 2 & 3). 
 
 
Table 1 Hours Worked by Store, Checkouts 2003 
Hours Worked Store A 
Number of People 
Store B 
Number of People 
Store C 
Number of People 
1-5 10 8 1 
6-10 12 7 14 
11-15 19 8 16 
16-20 10 10 9 
21-25 4 6 2 
26-30 5 3 4 
31-35 3 - 2 
36-40 6 5 2 
41-45 - 2 - 
46-50 1 - - 
51-55 1 - - 
Total 71 49 50 
Source: Employee Schedule Report Store A, B & C, 2003 
 
 
Figure 1 Number of Employees by Hour, Monday, Checkouts, Store A, 2002 
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Source: Employee Schedule Report, Store A, 2002 
 
As Figure 1 shows, Store A had two trading peaks on Mondays, between 10.30 a.m. and 
11.00 a.m. and between 4.00 p.m. and 5.00 p.m., and trade fell slightly in the middle of the 
day. Monday was the day when many permanent employees on a rotating four-day / six-day 
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roster were rostered off, in lieu of working over the weekend, and therefore casual staff were 
required for coverage. Yet there were very few casual staff working until around 4.30 p.m. 
 
An entirely different picture emerges if the employment structure for the checkouts on 
Thursday is examined. With the exception of the increase in customer demand at 2.00 p.m. 
and again at 5.30 p.m., demand was remarkably stable across the day at around fifteen 
employees (refer to Figure 2). A similar stability was exhibited in the pattern of trade for 
Saturday (refer to Figure 3).  What was noticeable was the decline in the numbers of part-time 
employees working after 4.00 p.m. during the week on Monday and Thursday and almost no 
permanent part-time employees worked on Saturday. Likewise, the numbers of full-time 
employees working tapered off during the afternoon on Monday and, to a lesser extent, on 
Thursday. There were also very few full-time employees working in the store on Saturday. 
 
Figure 2 Number of Employees by Hour, Thursday, Checkouts, Store A, 2002 
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Source: Employee Schedule Report, Store A, 2002 
 
Figure 3 Number of Employees by Hour, Saturday, Checkouts, Store A, 2002 
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Source: Employee Schedule Report, Store A, 2002 
 
While these charts show a need for differing numbers of employees across the week, the way 
in which the organisation had structured this labour usage was not so apparent. For example, 
at first glance, the Saturday pattern of labour use looks like there are approximately 20 casual 
employees working an eight hour shift between 9.30 a.m. and 5.30 p.m. This was not the case. 
If the hours worked per individual worker were broken up, then there were actually 45 
employees working a shift on that Saturday. Of these workers, many worked only a short shift 
(refer to Table 2). 
 
Table 2 Number of Workers by Shift Length, Saturday, Store A, 2002  
3 hr 3.5 hr 4 hr 4.5 hr 5 hr 7 hr 8 hr 8.5 hr 10 hr Number 
of 
Workers 3 2 7 9 15 1 6 1 1 
Source: Employee Schedule Report, Store A, 2002 
 
Under the terms of the certified agreement, employees must work for four hours before they 
are entitled to a rest pause, and in excess of five hours before they are entitled to a meal break. 
It was therefore cheaper for the organisation to work a greater number of employees for 
shorter periods, and this was what they chose to do. This also enabled the organisation to 
match fluctuations in demand, such as fewer employees rostered on between 12.00 p.m. and 
2.00 p.m. when demand drops slightly.   
 
There was a clear delineation between the duties of supervisory staff and checkout operators. 
Supervisory staff were directly responsible for the performance of the checkout operators. It 
was their job to provide assistance to checkout operators, respond to customer queries and 
ensure that sufficient operators were available to prevent excessive customer queues. The 
staffing software package was programmed to schedule two supervisors to work at all times 
and, if necessary, one of these supervisors would open a register, thereby providing spare 
labour capacity (Manager 15, Interview 12 December 2001).  
 
Another means of achieving flexibility was to call employees from other departments within 
the store to the registers (Manager 3, Interview 10 July 2003). It was possible for the payroll 
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officer in store to transfer the cost of this labour from the employee’s home department to the 
checkouts, but this was only done when the time worked exceeded 15 minutes (Manager 13, 
Interview 14 May 2002).  It was common practice to ensure all staff, even those recruited 
specifically for other tasks within the store, underwent register training so that they could fill 
in, if needed on the registers (Manager 13, Interview 14 May 2002).  
 
It was also common for the checkouts to be used as a source of employees for other areas of 
the store with short-term staff absences, because the checkouts had such a large employee 
base to draw from (Manager 3, Interview 10 June 2003). Likewise, the checkouts were the 
entry point for the internal labour market in stores.  
I’m going more and more towards the checkout area because they are familiar with 
customer service. So we’d canvas people on the checkouts for any interest in a given 
department and then we would transfer them, and then more likely, we would re-
interview for service cashiers (Manager 3, Interview 10 June 2003). 
In line with this, and with a view to improving functional flexibility by cross training, senior 
management within the organisation announced a move towards cross training in mid 2002, 
and by mid 2003 the number of employees scheduled to work across different departments 
had increased (Employee Schedule Report Store A, B & C 2003). In 2002, there were eleven 
employees in Store A whose working week was scheduled across two or more departments 
(Employee Schedule Report Store A 2002, 2003). By 2003, this figure was fifteen employees.  
In Store B, there were nine employees working across departments in 2002 and eleven in 
2003 (Employee Schedule Report Store B 2002, 2003).  In Store C, there were only four 
employees working across departments in 2002; by 2003, there were thirteen (Employee 
Schedule Report Store C 2002, 2003). The vast majority of these employees spent at least one 
shift each week working as a checkout operator. In this way, the organisation was able to 
create longer hours jobs for employees. In many ways it is the nature of the division of labour 
by department within the store that leads to the use of large numbers of short hours 
employees.  
 
The nature of the checkout operator’s job had the potential to become monotonous. Checkout 
operators were expected to stand at their registers, greet customers, package their purchases 
and take payment (Manager 6, Interview 10 July 2001). Operators were not permitted to leave 
the register area for security reasons. If quiet, they were expected to tidy and refill 
confectionery lines or clean their checkout area. There was an expectation that operators 
would scan approximately 19 items per minute (Manager 6, Interview 10 July 2001). This 
figure remained unchanged in 2003 and appeared to be quite achievable as operator scan-rates 
were on public display in the tearoom of all stores (Personal Observation). Checkout 
operators were rarely permanent full-time employees. Across the three stores, Store A had 
four permanent full-time checkout operators, Store B had six and Store C only two. One of 
the checkouts supervisors in Store C argued that part-time hours made for a better quality of 
service since:  
If people stand for eight hours on a register they end up with sore feet and a sore back. 
You can’t leave the register. It’s boring. You need a special sort of personality to be 
able to stand all day’ (Manager 4, Interview 10 July 2001).    
In this way, supervisory staff within stores were able to justify the large number of short 
hours jobs that resulted from the rostering software. 
 
Staff absences amongst checkout operators were common, especially in Store C, where 
several department managers noted that finding people to work in this region was difficult 
(Manager 4, Interview 10 July 2001; Manager 6, Interview 10 July 2001; Manager 7, 
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Interview 11 July 2001). Supervisors at the checkouts had a series of available options for 
dealing with unplanned staff absences. First, supervisors could phone around and try to get a 
casual employee to come in and work (Manager 4, Interview 10 July 2001). Second, the 
supervisor could ask casual staff if they wanted increased hours; and third, permanent part-
time staff could be asked to flex up. The third option was the least desirable since flexing up 
involved completing a new contract giving the reasons for the change to working hours and 
the implications associated with higher average hours for the part-time worker (Manager 21, 
Interview 27 June 2003).  
 
The retail literature argues that the checkout operator’s job has been deskilled with the 
introduction of scanning and computerised registers (Penn 1995; Smith 1988). If skill is 
defined as the physical task of registering and processing sales, this research supported this 
contention. Checkout operators received one day’s training at FoodCorp and were quite 
capable of performing the checkout function after this minimal amount of training, although 
they tended, at first, to be quite slow (Informal discussions with Checkout Operators).  
 
The organisation had also taken steps to reduce the complexity of the checkout task.  
When we first started scanning products we negotiated with fruit and vegetable 
suppliers so that all product arrived in store with either varietal labels or bar codes. 
This took a bit of doing as the growers wanted to have Fred Jones’ apples on their 
labelling, but we argued that if you put a varietal code on then we can sell Pink 
Lady’s, Grannys and Hi-Early. Sometimes we will be selling up to 16 varieties of 
apples. This helped us because it was no longer so important for the person on the 
checkout to identify the type of apple it was and reduced the amount of training 
needed and the likelihood of operator error (Manager 3, Interview 23 July 2003). 
 
There were, however, still some products that remained unlabelled by mid 2003, such as 
rambutan, lychees, fresh dates and all loose salad mixes. Since it was not uncommon for staff 
to incorrectly register these, or to ask the customer what the product was, it is argued that the 
task still involves some product knowledge (Personal Observation). Also, as checkout 
operators were often the only company employees that the customer interacted with, they 
were asked questions about other products and services offered by the company. As 
highlighted by Sparks (1992: 17), the checkout operator’s job required significant 
interpersonal skills. Hence, the role could not be considered unskilled, although the skill 
required for data entry had been severely diminished.  
 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, this paper has demonstrated that labour usage within this organisation is 
structured in accordance with the provisions in the certified agreement, or more precisely, 
structured in such a way as to minimise the costs associated with the certified agreement. For 
example, shifts appeared to be deliberately structured to avoid paying staff for rest breaks. 
Similarly, the process of dividing the store into distinct cost centres led to a situation whereby 
short hours low skill jobs were created. Taking a more holistic view of the store would have 
encouraged a broader range of tasks and longer hours jobs. Finally, the use of a computerised 
staff scheduling system and the need to match labour precisely by time periods led to large 
numbers of employees working short shifts. These part-time jobs had so few hours that 
employees were not paid enough to support themselves. It was then necessary to do as 
Freathy and Sparks (1996) suggested and use human resource management to mediate the 
effects of the structure of employment.   
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